Anthropological research depends on friendship. Not only because friendship grants the ethnographer a privileged access to the intimate secrets of a foreign culture, but also because friendship is often the lens through which the local setting is engaged and (ultimately, it is hoped) understood. When Shostak published Nisa: The Life and Words of a !Kung Woman in 1981, it became a staple of undergraduate seminars in anthropology partly because of the way it seemed to invite readers in to eavesdrop on the private conversations of two friends. Nisa confided in Shostak, during interviews, about her childhood, her sexual dalliances, and her concerns for the future. Thus, as the title suggests, Return to Nisa is partly about nostalgia; the genre is more memoir than ethnography. Now in her forties, with three small children and recently diagnosed breast cancer, Shostak returns to Botswana to rekindle lost friendships, to see what has become of the !Kung hunter-gatherers she once knew, and perhaps to make sense of her own life. In fact, her friendship with Nisa is resumed, but it rankles Shostak that Nisa seems to relate to her in a utilitarian way, demanding money at every turn. Shostak revises several of her idyllic claims about !Kung society-admitting, for instance, that rape among the !Kung may be more common than she had thought, and that probably she had exaggerated the degree to which women like Nisa lived a tra- Social history, sadly, needs to be more than a chronicle of human cooperation.
Neither can intellectual history afford the luxury of recording only the ideas that have enhanced human comprehension. Both seek to glimpse a fuller reality, one that is riddled with misunderstanding, injustice, and wasted opportunities. Yuval's book is a tale of such woes: a tale of two siblings born of the same calamity (the destruction of the Jerusalem Temple in 70 c.e.) and destined to journey through medieval history in continual rivalry. Yuval reaches into the beliefs, myths, traditions, apocalyptic visions, and injustices that fill the family album of Synagoga Little Reviews
